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Celia Fremlin: A Biographical Sketch





Celia Fremlin was born in Kingsbury, Middlesex, on 20 June 1914, to Heaver and Margaret Fremlin. Her father was a doctor, and she spent her childhood in Hertfordshire before going on to study at Oxford. Between 1958 and 1994 she published sixteen novels of suspense and three collections of stories, highly acclaimed in their day. Sadly, Fremlin’s work had largely fallen out of print by the time I discovered her for myself in the mid-1990s. But I was captivated by the elegant, razor-sharp quality of her writing and – as often when one finds an author one is passionate about – keen to learn more about the writer’s life. Then, in early 2005, I had the great good fortune of having several conversations with Celia Fremlin’s elder daughter Geraldine Goller. Geraldine was a charming woman and I found our discussions enlightening, helping me to understand Celia Fremlin better and to appreciate why she wrote the kind of books she did.


One noteworthy thing I gathered from Geraldine was that her mother (highly academic as a young woman, even before she found her vocation in fiction) was invariably to be found immersed in her latest writing project – to the exclusion, at times, of her family. Geraldine also told me that her mother was notorious within the home for embroidering the truth, and was quite often caught out by her family for telling ‘little white lies’. Geraldine, however, read no badness into this trait: she simply put it down to her mother’s creative streak, her ability to fabricate new identities for people – even for herself.


Who, then, was the real Celia Fremlin? The short biographies in her books tended to state that she was born in Ryarsh, Kent. Geraldine, however, informed me that her mother was raised in Hertfordshire, where – we know for a fact – she was admitted to Berkhamsted School for Girls in 1923; she studied there until 1933. Ryarsh, then, was perhaps one of those minor fabrications on Fremlin’s part. As a fan of hers, was I perturbed by the idea that Fremlin may have practised deceit? Not at all – if anything, it made the author and her works appear even more attractive and labyrinthine. Here was a middle-class woman who seemed to delight in re-inventing herself; and while all writers draw upon their own experiences to some extent, ‘reinvention’ is the key to any artist’s longevity. I can imagine it must have been maddening to live with, but it does suggest Fremlin had a mischievous streak, evident too in her writing. And Fremlin is hardly alone in this habit, even among writers: haven’t we all, at one time or another, ‘embellished’ some part of our lives to make us sound more interesting?


Even as a girl, Celia Fremlin wrote keenly: a talent perhaps inherited from her mother, Margaret, who had herself enjoyed writing plays. By the age of thirteen Celia was publishing poems in the Chronicle of the Berkhamsted School for Girls, and in 1930 she was awarded the school’s Lady Cooper Prize for ‘Best Original Poem’, her entry entitled, ‘When the World Has Grown Cold’ (which could easily have served for one of her later short stories). In her final year at Berkhamsted she became President of the school’s inaugural Literary and Debating Society.


She went on to study Classics at Somerville College, Oxford, graduating with a second. Not one to rest on her laurels, she worked concurrently as a charwoman. This youthful experience provided a fascinating lesson for her in studying the class system from different perspectives, and led to her publishing her first non-fiction book, The Seven Chars of Chelsea, in 1940. During the war Fremlin served as an air-raid warden and also became involved in the now celebrated Mass Observation project of popular anthropology, founded in 1937 by Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge and Humphrey Jennings, and committed to the study of the everyday lives of ordinary people. Fremlin collaborated with Tom Harrisson on the book War Factory (1943), recording the experiences and attitudes of women war workers in a factory outside Malmesbury, Wiltshire, which specialised in making radar equipment.


In 1942, Fremlin married Elia Goller: they would have three children, Nicholas, Geraldine and Sylvia. According to Geraldine, the newlyweds moved to Hampstead, into a ‘tall, old house overlooking the Heath itself’, and this was where Geraldine and her siblings grew up. Fremlin was by now developing her fiction writing, and she submitted a number of short stories to the likes of Women’s Own, Punch and the London Mystery Magazine. However she had to endure a fair number of rejections before, finally, her debut novel was accepted. In a preface to a later Pandora edition of said novel Fremlin wrote:




The original inspiration for this book was my second baby. She was one of those babies who, perfectly content and happy all day, simply don’t sleep through the night. Soon after midnight she would wake; and again at half past two; and again at four. As the months went by, I found myself quite distracted by lack of sleep; my eyes would fall shut while I peeled the potatoes or ironed shirts. I remember one night sitting on the bottom step of the stairs, my baby awake and lively in my arms it dawned on me: this is a major human experience, why hasn’t someone written about it? It seemed to me that a serious novel should be written with this experience at its centre. Then it occurred to me – why don’t I write one?





The baby who bore unknowing witness to Fremlin’s epiphany was, of course, Geraldine. It would be some years before Fremlin could actually put pen to paper on this project, but the resulting novel, The Hours Before Dawn (1959), went on to win the Edgar Award for Best Crime Novel from the Mystery Writers of America, and remains Fremlin’s most famous work.


Thereafter Fremlin wrote at a steady pace, publishing Uncle Paul in 1960 and Seven Lean Years in 1961. Those first three novels have been classed as ‘tales of menace’, even ‘domestic suspense’. Fremlin took the everyday as her subject and yet, by introducing an atmosphere of unease, she made it extraordinary, fraught with danger. She succeeded in chilling and thrilling her readers without spilling so much as a drop of blood. However, there is a persistent threat of harm that pervades Fremlin’s writing and she excels at creating a claustrophobic tension in ‘normal’ households. This scenario was her métier and one she revisited in many novels. Fremlin once commented that her favourite pastimes were gossip, ‘talking shop’ and any kind of argument about anything. We might suppose that it was through these enthusiasms that she gleaned the ideas that grew into her books. Reading them it is clear that the mundane minutiae of domesticity fascinated her. Moreover, The Hours Before Dawn and The Trouble-Makers have a special concern with the societal/peer-group systems that adjudge whether or not a woman is rated a ‘good wife’ and ‘good mother.’


*


By 1968 Celia Fremlin had established herself as a published author. But this was to be a year for the Goller family in which tragedy followed hard upon tragedy. Their youngest daughter Sylvia committed suicide, aged nineteen. A month later Fremlin’s husband Elia killed himself. In the wake of these catastrophes Fremlin relocated to Geneva for a year.


In 1969 she published a novel entitled Possession. The manuscript had been delivered to Gollancz before the terrible events of 1968, but knowing of those circumstances in approaching Possession today makes for chilling reading, since incidents in the novel appear to mirror Fremlin’s life at that time. It is one of her most absorbing and terrifying productions. Aside from the short-story collection Don’t Go to Sleep in the Dark (1970) Fremlin did not publish again until Appointment With Yesterday (1972), subsequently a popular title amongst her body of work. The novel deals with a woman who has changed her identity: a recurrent theme, and one with which Fremlin may have identified most acutely in the aftermath of her terrible dual bereavements. The Long Shadow (1975) makes use of the knowledge of the Classics she acquired at Oxford; its main character, Imogen, is newly widowed. Again, we might suppose this was Fremlin’s way of processing, through fictions, the trials she had suffered in her own life.


Fremlin lived on in Hampstead and married her second husband, Leslie Minchin, in 1985. The couple remained together until his death in 1999. She collaborated with Minchin on a book of poetry called Duet in Verse which appeared in 1996. Her last published novel was King of the World (1994). Geraldine believed that her mother’s earlier work was her best, but I feel that this final novel, too, has its merits. Fremlin marvellously describes a woman who has been transformed from a dowdy, put-upon frump to an attractive woman of stature. The reason Fremlin gives for this seems to me revealing: ‘Disaster itself, of course. However much a disaster sweeps away, it also inevitably leaves a slate clean.’


Though Geraldine did not admit as much to me, she did allude to having had a somewhat mixed relationship with her mother. This, in a way, explained to me the recurrence of the theme of mother–daughter relations explored in many of Fremlin’s novels, from Uncle Paul, Prisoner’s Base and Possession right up to her penultimate novel The Echoing Stones (1993). One wonders whether Fremlin hoped that the fictional exploration of this theme might help her to attain a better understanding of it in life. Thankfully, as they got older and Celia moved to Bristol to be nearer Geraldine, both women managed finally to find some common ground and discovered a mutual respect for each other. Celia Fremlin was, in the end, pre-deceased by all three of her children. She died herself in 2009.


To revisit the Celia Fremlin oeuvre now is to see authentic snapshots of how people lived at the time of her writing: how they interacted, what values they held. Note how finely Fremlin denotes the relations between child and adult, husband and wife, woman and woman. Every interaction between her characters has a core of truth and should strike a resonant note in any reader. Look carefully for the minute gestures that can have devastating consequences. Watch as the four walls of your comforting home can be turned into walls of a prison. Above all, enjoy feeling unsettled as Fremlin’s words push down on you, making you feel just as claustrophobic as her characters as they confront their fates. Fremlin was a superb writer who has always enjoyed a core of diehard fans and yet, despite her Edgar Award success, was not to achieve the readership she deserved. As Faber Finds now reissue her complete works, now is the time to correct that.


 


Chris Simmons
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CHAPTER I





“DARLING, WE’RE TOGETHER at last!” cried Rita, shaking the rain from her hair and spilling a suitcase, a bulging plastic carrier bag, and a clanking tangle of metal coat-hangers into the circle of lamplight at his feet. “Together! In our very own home!”


My very own home, Adrian found himself thinking uncontrollably, even while he folded her in his arms, murmuring into her ear all the appropriate words of welcome. My flat. Mine. And now the woman I love is moving into it, bag and baggage, and there is nothing in the wide world I can do to stop it, because it was my idea.


“If only we could be together always!” he’d said to her, not once but dozens of times over the past four years. Had said it, and had meant it.


But of course, he’d never thought for one moment that it would ever actually happen.


Aloud he said:


“Yes, darling, marvellous! I can still hardly believe it’s really happening….”


This, at least, was the truth. As with any major shock, his mind was refusing to take in, all at one go, the full enormity of the situation; it was letting the realisation get to him a little bit at a time, inch by inch, as much as his shrinking spirit could bear.


The plastic bag of groceries? He could face that. She often brought food when she came for the evening. The suitcase? That, too, was not totally unfamiliar; they had been away together occasionally. But the coat-hangers…? His eye slid past them as if they were a nasty street-accident piled up on the side of the road. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, just yet, take in their terrible implications—the dreadful glittering threat they posed to the very core of his comfortable, self-sufficient existence. His imagination simply blocked out, it refused, as yet, to envisage his well-pressed suits, his jackets, trousers and ties relegated to the darkest recesses of the wardrobe; squeezed back and back, in helpless retreat before the victorious tide of dresses, blouses, fur jackets, matching handbags, platform sandals, knee-length boots … the lot.


And that would only be the beginning. Already he could see her eyes darting round the room, altering things, getting rid of things, planning where her things were to go.


“Marvellous, darling,” he repeated, as if he had learned the words by rote and was checking that he’d got them right. “Marvellous! I think this calls for a little celebration, don’t you?”


Diving into the drinks cupboard by the fireplace, he tried to compose his face a little before facing her again.


“Well, cheers, darling!” he heard himself saying a minute later. “To us!” And as they touched glasses, his neat whisky against her gin and tonic, he found himself staring not into Rita’s sloedark, expectant eyes, but into the shining yellow liquid in his glass. How long, he was desperately wondering, could the drink be made to last? Because once the drinking was over, then the thing would really have to start.


Drinking to future happiness is one thing; embarking on it quite another.


“Darling, I’m so happy!” cried Rita, as she had every right to do: and, “Darling, so am I!” he responded, with an awful sinking of the stomach. Over the glittering rim of the whisky, he fixed his eyes on the black, springy hair through which his fingers had so often ruffled; on the white, untroubled brow which had once seemed to betoken such serenity of spirit; and he tried to feel the old, melting enchantment. But all he could feel was a sort of sick paralysis of the will; a sense of having lost control over his own life; the helpless terror of one who has sold his soul to …


*


What an unfair and terrible thought! Anyone less like the devil than Rita, with her pale, oval face, her big, pathetic eyes and tremulous mouth, it would be difficult to imagine. “Angel” would have been a fairer comparison—especially now, with that halo of raindrops round her hair … and only now did he realise, with compunction, that he had not yet invited her to take her coat off. She was sitting there, sipping gin and tonic, in wet shower-proof nylon.


“Darling, your coat … I’m so sorry!” he exclaimed, leaning over the back of the settee and slipping it from her shoulders. “It’s soaking, I’ll just …”


He stopped, brought up short as if by a sudden blow. The coat belonged here now. No good just throwing it over the rack in the bathroom to dry off in time for her to go home. She wasn’t going home. The coat was going to live here. There would have to be a place for it, a peg in the hall allotted to it. Its peg.


For several seconds Adrian just stood there, like a man in shock, the limp, damp, rust-coloured thing hanging over his arm like a dead animal, trophy of a hunt now disbanded.


“I’ll just … hang it up,” he muttered; and when he came back into the living-room he poured himself another whisky, holding it up against the light, screwing his eyes up as if to enjoy the golden radiance of it.


How the hell did I get into this, he was asking himself. How the hell did I?


*


But of course, he knew the answer. Knew, too, that it was no use blaming Rita. Even this morning—even in those first awful moments of hearing her babbling the glorious news down the telephone before he’d even had his breakfast—even then, he’d recognised that the blame was not hers. Those awful feelings that rose in his gorge as he listened to her ecstatic chatter were his, and his alone. Not her fault at all.


“Darling, you’ll never guess!” she’d cried excitedly; but of course he’d guessed at once, guessed without any shadow of doubt, taken aback only by the violence of his own dismay. He had no right to be dismayed, absolutely no right at all, he should have been over the moon with joy, because what she was doing was only what he had asked her to do—begged her, indeed—over and over again during the long, happy years when it was impossible. They’d agreed long ago—agreed jointly, and without acrimony or argument—that if only Derek would agree to a divorce, then she’d come and live with Adrian.


And now, this very day, Derek had agreed. In the first shock of hearing the news, Adrian had felt, for a moment, as if he had been betrayed by his dearest friend.


Which was ridiculous. He and Derek Langley had only met a couple of time in all these years, both times, naturally, in the role of enemies. In the circumstances, there was no other role open to them.


Which was a pity, in a way, for Adrian had felt no hostility at all to Derek as a person. In fact, he had rather liked him; the sensation he remembered most clearly from that first encounter had been one of vague, foolish gratitude towards the man for being nearly a decade older than himself, with grey, thinning hair and gold-rimmed bifocals. It had seemed to simplify things; and though, in fact, the assumption was to prove illusory, Adrian still retained in his recollections the pleasant sense of easy superiority it had engendered in him at the time. The ensuing conversation had, in the nature of things, been somewhat prickly and uncomfortable; but Adrian had nevertheless formed a mildly favourable impression of his rival. Derek Langley seemed a quiet, inoffensive sort of man, sensible and well-balanced, and with an intriguingly expert knowledge of wild flowers in Britain. Few subjects could be more remote from Adrian’s own special interests, but all the same, Adrian liked expertise in no matter what sort of field; liked and admired it, and recognised it when he saw it.


In happier circumstances—or perhaps one should say less dramatic ones—he and Derek could have been friends; but of course in their respective roles of importunate lover and outraged husband, this would never have done.


The second time they’d met had been some months later, on a grey January afternoon just after Adrian’s own divorce had been successfully completed.


“But she loves me! You can’t stand in the way of her happiness like this!” Adrian remembered declaiming; and, “Can’t I? Just you watch,” Derek had countered placidly, and had gone on sticking labels on to his colour slides, licking and placing each one in position with careful accuracy.


“But that’s just possessiveness!” Adrian recalled himself protesting—he remembered that the winter afternoon light was already fading in Derek’s quiet, book-lined study. And Derek had nodded his head thoughtfully, agreeing that Yes, it probably was just possessiveness: he was rather a possessive sort of person, actually.


*


It had seemed like deadlock. Adrian had raged, Rita had sobbed, and Derek had gone on preparing his talk for the Annual General Meeting of the West Midlands Botanical Society; and it presently emerged—though when or how such a decision had been reached Adrian could never clearly recall—that Poor Derek mustn’t be upset; he would come round in his own time, but meantime Rita mustn’t do anything nasty to him, like leaving him for another man, or neglecting to be home in time to cook his supper.


Naturally, Adrian had at the time fought this rather unadventurous programme with all the fervour that becomes an impassioned lover: but actually, in the end, it had all worked out rather well, with Rita arriving at two o’clock on Thursday afternoons to go to bed with him, and taking herself away promptly at four because of Poor Derek. Sometimes, she came on Tuesday evenings as well and cooked a meal for Adrian; or maybe they’d go to the theatre together, but she was always gone well before midnight because of Poor Derek, and so Adrian was able to get to bed at his usual time. He hated being kept up late; it triggered off in him a tiresome kind of insomnia that kept him half-awake, half-dreaming for the best part of the night, leaving him depressed and irritable, and quite unfit for the pressures and demands of his job the next day. Poor Derek, it seemed, suffered a similar problem, that’s why Rita had to be home so promptly by midnight. They made a singularly compatible triangle, Adrian sometimes reflected; they could hardly have been luckier in one another.


How comfortable it had all been, he mused now, staring disconsolately into the golden depths of the whisky. How secure, and settled, and unbothersome! Even the yearnings and the frustrations, he realised now, had been an integral part of the happiness.


“Oh, if only you didn’t have to go, darling,” he’d so often sighed, as the hands of the bedside clock crept onward, and Rita began to fidget, and look for her stockings, and think about trains to Wimbledon; “Oh, if only you could stay with me longer … all night….”


Actually, it would have been most inconvenient if she’d stayed all night: not because anyone else in the house would have objected—least of all the landlady—but simply because staying all night necessarily involved still being there in the morning, and this Adrian would have found it hard to tolerate. At forty-seven, a divorced man, and already four years away from the turmoil of family life, Adrian had developed a number of small habits which he himself recognised as old-maidish, but nevertheless had no intention of relinquishing—and foremost among these was his rigid early-morning routine. Up at seven—long, leisurely bath, followed by yoghurt, cornflakes, egg boiled for an exact four minutes—and all the time a book propped in front of him—on the soapdish, alongside the bathroom mirror, or leaning against the coffee-pot while he ate. And there was the silence, too, the sense of unassailable solitude. Lovely, enveloping solitude, from which he could emerge unscathed into his busy day like a moth from its cocoon.


*


All of which was completely incompatible with Rita. Why he was so sure of this, Adrian would have found it hard to say, since he had never given her a trial; but he just knew.


And now, through no fault of his own—unless letting things slide, taking each day as it came, were to be counted as faults—now, the whole thing was to be whipped from under his feet, without warning or apology. Whipped away not just for a single morning—and even that prospect had, in the past, been enough to put him on his guard—but for all his mornings, for the rest of the foreseeable future.


Rita not wanting to be woken as early as seven … Rita in the bathroom … Rita saying why not shredded wheat? … Rita boiling his egg too soft, or, as the case might be, too hard….


That Rita would take over these and similar housewifely concerns, despite any protests that Adrian might nerve himself to make, was a virtual certainty. She (like any other woman in her position) would know that she had just so long to make herself indispensable to him, and so she would set about it without delay, burrowing like a frantic woodworm into the structural framework of his life in order, with a touch here and a touch there, to make sure that the previously smooth-running machinery would no longer work without her. The organising of his breakfast would undoubtedly be one of her first projects; she would appropriate it to herself with all speed, and, simple though Adrian’s routine might sound, and carefully as he might explain it to her, she would inevitably get it subtly wrong.


His fault this, of course, for being so pernickety; but nevertheless, she would.


The reading, of course, would be the first thing to go: the delicious habit of reading non-stop while he ate, while he bathed, while he shaved. During the four years he had been on his own, he had solved one by one all the minor practical problems attendant upon such a habit, even the problem of his reading glasses steaming up in the bath. Now, just when there was no little annoyances left at all, this had to happen!


*


Of course, no woman could be expected to put up with this sort of thing, morning after morning; or, if she could, then the unremitting consciousness of her sitting there putting up with it would have been every bit as disturbing as outright nagging.


So the reading would have to go. He would have to give it up, as people give up smoking, and with the same sense of outrage and disorientation. There was no way of conveying to any woman—least of all one who loved him—the intensity of his need for that lovely, self-absorbed interlude before he set out to face the day; an interlude of absolute peace in the company of non-judgemental, non-existent characters for whose problems he, Adrian, was in no way to blame.


Oh, those blissfully undemanding murders! Those cosy scenes of blackmail and kidnapping, whose double-crossing implications were all going to be sorted out by rival spy-rings without the smallest reference to him! How soothing they were, to a busy man! He even read science fiction at times, and whole galaxies could blow up without him having to stir a finger…!


*


“Darling! You’re in a trance!”


With a pink-varnished finger-nail—she must have done them specially before coming here, right in the middle of the final scene with Derek—Rita reached over and flicked him playfully under the chin. She laughed as she did it, a bit too merrily, showing all her little white teeth with practically no fillings, and asked him what his plans were for the evening?


Plans? From now on, was he going to have to have plans?


“We must celebrate, darling!” she explained gaily. “We must do something wonderful with our first—our very first—evening…!”


*


It wasn’t as wonderful as all that; but he hoped she hadn’t noticed; that for her, maybe, it had all been fine.


As, indeed, he pretended it had been for him.


Isn’t it marvellous not having to keep an eye on the time, they kept saying to each other, as they lay, afterwards, in the big bed. Not having to get dressed … go out … say good-bye to one another. Marvellous, they kept saying… Marvellous.


*


He could tell that Rita knew that something was wrong; and that she knew that he knew. He knew, too, that she would never bring herself to ask him what it was; she was too afraid of the answer. And so was he.



















CHAPTER II





OF COURSE, IF he had thought to look back at the long-drawn-out trauma of his own divorce, at the actual day-to-day mechanics of breaking a marriage of fairly long standing, Adrian would have realised that his panic over Rita’s sudden arrival had been premature. He would have recollected that someone rushing out of the house with a suitcase rarely heralds the end of the partnership. Within forty-eight hours, the runaway partner is usually slinking uneasily back again, feeding the cat, collecting laundry, leaning over the fence to put the neighbours right about the awful lies that Partner B has been feeding them these last two days.


And then—since by this time it is gone seven, and Partner B has arrived home from work—a meal is guardedly improvised, and over the take-away curry and the tinned apricots, the battle-weary pair check through their new haul of grievances, measuring them against the old, blending and interweaving them so skilfully that within an hour or two this latest outrage has become virtually indistinguishable from all the rest. Forgotten wedding anniversaries … nights spent out on the landing in tears … the awful things he said … the horrible things she said…. Before either of them quite realise what’s happening, everything has slithered imperceptibly back to square one, and it is as if she (or he) had never slammed out of the house yesterday (or the day before) at all.


*


Rita’s experience, it seemed, was to be no exception. Far from worrying herself about Adrian’s boiled egg, or otherwise making herself indispensable, she was on the phone to her husband before eight in the morning; by quarter past, she was repacking her suitcase, albeit tearfully, and borrowing a pound for her taxi fare. Poor Derek, it seemed, had omitted to consult his diary and remind her, when she walked out on him, of all the various engagements which she must now either cancel or else turn round and walk back in again for: chief among which was the party they were supposed to be giving on the twenty-fifth for Rita’s mother’s seventieth birthday. It was unthinkable that Mummy, who had been so against the marriage in the first place, should be allowed now to guess that anything had gone wrong; and so they’d have to go through with the celebration, candles and all, seventy of them! The party wasn’t until Friday, but there was all the shopping to do, Rita explained, and the fillings for the fruit flans, and blanching the almonds … not to mention cleaning and polishing the whole house so that Mummy wouldn’t start about velveteen being a dust-trap before she’d even opened her presents….


Yes, said Adrian, trying to keep the relief out of his voice. Yes, he quite understood, it was a shame, darling, but never mind, I’ll be all right, you concentrate on giving the old lady a good time…. Already, his eyes were straying hungrily to his book, he kept waiting for the taxi to arrive, for Rita to stop running from room to room, for her to be actually gone, so that he could settle down to his second cup of coffee in peace and solitude. It was amazing how many reasons she found for scuttling in and out, the door banging open and shut behind her, where’s my bag, have you seen my cigarettes, phone me well before six in case Poor Derek…


But at last it was over.


“Good-bye, darling!” she cried, for the third or fourth time, while the taxi, its engine switched on, muttered impatiently at the kerbside, nibbling away at Adrian’s pound. “Good-bye, it’s only for a few days, I’ll be back by Sunday….”


“Sunday! Oh no….”


With any luck, she hadn’t heard. The tactless words had burst from his lips quite uncontrollably, as if a rock had fallen on his toe. Sunday!


*


Of course, she would have to be told some time; but not just now, not like this. He should have broken it to her gently, tactfully, long before the issue became urgent. He should have raised the topic tenderly, understandingly, preferably when she was already lying limp and acquiescent in his arms. “Darling,” he should have said, kissing her face, her hair, while he spoke, “darling, it’s like this. Sunday is the only day in the whole week when … well, the thing is, it’s a rather special day for me and Amelia….”


Or maybe he should approach it the other way round? Maybe he should try and explain to Amelia why it was that Rita would henceforth have to share their Sundays? “This friend of mine,” he’d say, as casually as he could, “I think I’ve mentioned her before—her name’s Rita, and I’m sure you and she are going to get on famously—well, from now on when you come on Sundays, Rita will be….”


No!


The violence of his rejection took even Adrian himself by surprise. He stood on the front steps actually trembling while the taxi disappeared round the end of the road; then he turned, and made his way back up the three flights of stairs, his mind boiling with a sort of directionless fury, raging against this predicament of his own making.


*


Rita mustn’t come here on Sunday, she mustn’t! Whatever the cost in tears, scenes and accusations, he must keep Rita away. Sunday was sacred to Amelia (yes, sacred; this is sometimes the only word that will do, even for a hard-bitten atheist like Adrian), and he wasn’t going to curtail or postpone or modify in the very smallest degree the routine of Amelia’s visits, not for anyone in the whole wide world.


*


Strange that it should have taken a divorce, and all the attendant rows and miseries, to teach him to know his own daughter. Amelia had been nine at the time, and as remote from him, at that age, as if she had been dropped from Mars. It wasn’t that she was a particularly difficult little girl, or naturally withdrawn: it was just that she never seemed to talk to him. Adrian quickly realised that this was his problem, not hers; she was talkative enough with everyone else, chattering away with her mother, and with her school-friends, too, when they came to tea. He would hear them shrieking and giggling, shrill as parrots, through a thickness of two doors, while he sat in his study, trying to work. In fact, the noise could be frightful, but he was afraid to yell at her, to let himself go, as many fathers would, because he didn’t understand her well enough, and knew he didn’t. It would have been like tinkering heavy-handedly with a machine of whose purpose and workings he knew nothing.


So quite often, he would take it out on Peggy. What sort of a mother are you? Can’t you control that kid ever? It’s like living in a madhouse. Other mothers manage to …


Other mothers, other mothers, what other mothers? I’m sick to death of hearing about all these Mrs-Bloody-Perfects, you should drop in at Jean’s some Saturday afternoon, or the Drapers come to that, then you can talk to me about a madhouse! I suppose you’d like your daughter never to speak at all, you’d like her to be autistic, you’d like to have her incapable of making relationships with her peers and trailing off to Child Guidance all the time, like Maureen’s wretched brat! That’s “Other mothers” for you, why didn’t you marry Maureen if that’s the sort of thing you want? And she has eczema, too, in case you’re interested….


Peggy hadn’t always been like this; when he’d married her, she’d been equable and easy-going to a fault. But during that last year before they’d separated, she’d acquired the skills of a fishwife, and almost anything would set her off. Thus he only had to suggest that his daughter should be taught to lower her voice a bit, and there he’d be in the middle of a full-blown scene about Maureen Denvers, when already it wasn’t Maureen at all, never had been really, already it was Rita, or beginning to be. But since Peggy didn’t even know of Rita’s existence at that stage, she’d really had no excuse for staging such a scene; no excuse, certainly, for storming out of the room in a jealous huff and telling Amelia that Daddy was in an awful temper and so she’d have to stop the game and send her little friends home immediately. It was difficult enough being a Daddy, Adrian reflected wearily, without this sort of thing.


Not that Amelia ever seemed to bear any grudges.


“What, Daddy?” she’d say, detached and uncomprehending, when he tried, as he sometimes did, to clear up these misunderstandings; to explain that Mummy had over-stated his complaints, and that he’d never intended actually to stop them playing their game.


Playing what game? Stopped who? Which tea-time? Who did? Amelia never seemed to remember a thing about the episode by the next morning, or even later the same evening, and so Adrian couldn’t even apologise and earn the child’s forgiveness. Apology and forgiveness are perhaps not the ideal foundation for a father-daughter relationship, but at least they are something. Without them, there was nothing.


It wasn’t as if Adrian hadn’t tried. The idea of fatherhood, in the abstract, had thrilled him right from the beginning. He could think of no more fascinating hobby than the observing, at first-hand, of the miraculous unfolding of a young mind, the flowering under one’s very eyes of a new and unique personality.


But it is only fascinating, of course, if the process does take place under one’s very eyes, and in the case of Adrian and his daughter, this was not so. From her earliest babyhood, all Amelia’s flowering, unfolding and the rest had taken place under the eyes of her mother, while Adrian, locked at a mysterious distance, had looked on, at first with painful jealousy, and then, later, with a growing irritation towards both of them. Sometimes—and no doubt this was an outcome of his scientific training—he would set himself to analyse the problem as he would have analysed a recalcitrant chemical in his laboratory, summarising the available data and making inferences from it. Listening, with a twist of pain in his heart, to the easy, intimate exchanges between Amelia and her mother, the relaxed laughter they shared, he would try to analyse, gesture by gesture, exactly what it was that Peggy was doing, and how it differed from what he himself intermittently tried to do.


But it was no good; and as Amelia grew older, and shriller, and no longer wanted to know if octopuses can catch colds or how high a giraffe would be if it stood on the highest mountain in the world, then the thing became even more hopeless. It seemed that the harder he tried, the more painstakingly he sought ways of relating to this skinny, enigmatic being with the thin strands of greasy hair falling into its eyes, the worse was the trouble into which he was liable to flounder. The frustration, the humiliation, and the sheer disappointment of these occasions was hard to endure.


A passionate lover of books himself, he had at first watched, with tremulous optimism, the beginnings of a similar passion in his little daughter; and sometimes, greatly daring, he had nerved himself to read aloud to her from one or other of his own childhood favourites. But if he had hoped that these occasional bedtime sessions might form the foundation of a shared enthusiasm, he was to be disappointed. Amelia would lie there, neat and attentive under her bright blankets, and: “Say thank you to Daddy, darling!” Peggy would admonish, almost before he’d enunciated the last sentence of the story; and from his wife’s tone of voice he’d know straight away that he’d done it again: he’d chosen something too babyish (“you can’t expect a schoolgirl of nearly ten to bother with Beatrix Potter”) or too adult (“Rider Haggard is for teenagers, dear, you can’t expect a little girl of only nine …”)


*


And he didn’t expect it. Not any longer. Apart from a vague, theoretical satisfaction at having discharged a recognised parental duty, he expected absolutely nothing from these sessions.


And playing with Amelia was even worse. Sometimes the game in question—Snap it might be, or Ludo—would seem, superficially, to be well within the capacities of a professional man at the height of his intellectual powers: but this was an illusion. No sooner did he join in, than the fun would go out of the game, and the mother-daughter rapport would shrivel as if he’d poured poison on it. They’d go on playing, of course, dutifully, and then either he’d win, and feel guilty at having used his highly-trained adult intelligence to score off so small a child, or else he’d lose, and they’d both chide him for not “playing the game”.


“It’s no fun, Daddy, unless you really try!” Amelia would protest indignantly, and Peggy would add, gathering up the cards repressively as she spoke: “Yes, Adrian, it is humiliating the way you always play to lose! It’s so patronising! Children have their pride, you know….” and she’d tell Amelia that it was bedtime, in a tight sort of voice that made it perfectly clear that it wouldn’t have been bedtime if only Daddy hadn’t come along and mucked up the evening.


*


And so when the divorce, after all the threats, the false starts, the short-lived reconciliations, finally became a reality, Adrian felt quite stunned by how little he minded giving up Amelia. Other fathers weren’t like that. All around him, marriages among his and Peggy’s acquaintances had been disintegrating, and always the central lament, the battle-cry of both parties, the stone wall against which all other factors beat themselves into insignificance, had been The Children. I’m keeping the children. On no account am I letting her take the children. I won’t give them up, he/she won’t give them up, neither of us will give them up.


And now here was Adrian not only willing to give up Amelia, but even, in the secret depths of his heart, actually relieved at the idea of doing so. What sort of a father was he? What sort of an unnatural monster?


And then, after all this—after all the guilt, and the heart-searchings, and the court orders, and the sadness—after all this, it turned out that he hadn’t lost Amelia at all, not even in the most mundane and down-to-earth sense. On the contrary, it seemed that he was hereafter expected to spend more time in her exclusive company than he had ever done in his life before—“reasonable access”, the courts called it, and what it meant, in plain English, was that he was to collect Amelia at 2.00 pm every Sunday, and take her out somewhere, do something with her, single-handed, until her bedtime some five or six hours later.


Adrian was terrified, as only a man who is really hopeless with children can be terrified. The night before the first of these ordeals, he lay awake, sweating. What did she like doing? Where could he take her? What was she interested in? What would he do if she wanted to go to the lavatory and there wasn’t one? And there would no longer be Peggy there, telling him he was doing it all wrong, and thereby lifting the responsibility from his shudderingly incompetent shoulders. There would be nothing and nobody, just himself and Amelia, tongue-tied, adrift in uncharted wastelands of measureless embarrassment.


In the end, it wasn’t quite as bad as he’d envisaged.


“Hullo, Daddy,” Amelia would say, matter-of-factly, often following it up with, “Daddy, can I have…?” “Daddy, will you give me…?”—which were as good ice-breakers as any. Also, she seemed perfectly capable of locating a Ladies for herself and taking herself thither without assistance. As Sunday succeeded Sunday that first winter, he took her to the Zoo, to Madame Tussaud’s, to the various museums; and though she was bored, and he was bored, none of it was actually excruciating; indeed, after a while, their mutual boredom began to seem like a faint sort of embryonic link between them, the first he had ever experienced with his own child. He even felt, at times, a perverse little stab of pride at this shared intensity of boredom. Like father, like daughter, he’d find himself thinking with satisfaction as they stumped glumly home from these outings, hardly speaking, thankful, both of them, that it was safely over for one more week.


Still, it couldn’t go on like this indefinitely. Adrian’s store of patience was far from inexhaustible, and besides, he was getting behind with his work. Sunday had always been his big day for catching up on the technical journals and for assembling his thoughts for the coming week, and so he couldn’t go on frittering away valuable time for ever, even for Amelia’s sake. He thought, irritably, of the peaky, bored little face between the two skimpy, scraped-back plaits… recalled the dragging squeak of her sandals traversing acre after acre of polished floor as they trailed around this or that repository of priceless treasures.


“I hate marvels!” he heard a little boy of about six complaining tearfully in the Science Museum one rainy afternoon; and this chance overheard remark quite suddenly decided him.


Never again. Never. If he was a bad father, then he was bloody well going to be a bad father, and Amelia could learn to put up with it. It was a fact of her environment, and the sooner she learned to adapt to it the better. Learning to adapt to his environment has surely been one of the great survival mechanisms of Homo sapiens; and Amelia could damn well learn to survive that way too. She was a member of the goddam species, wasn’t she? Well, then.


And so this, he resolved, was the finish. Next Sunday, he was going to stay in the flat and get on with his work; put in a real full day on it, as he’d been longing to do for weeks. And as for Amelia, she could like it or lump it. It wasn’t as if she ever enjoyed herself anyway. No matter what he did with her, she was always bored, and so she might just as well be bored in the flat as anywhere else. Henceforth, he was no longer going to put himself out in the least degree for her entertainment.


*


And it was on the very next Sunday—the inaugural Sunday of this new and totally selfish regime—that the miracle came into being.
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